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ABSTRACT 



This paper explores early childhood education (ECD) and 
social integration within a common framework and against the backdrop of 
experience gained in these fields in the following 12 Mediterranean nations: 
Algeria, Cyprus, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Malta, Morocco, Palestine, 
Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, and Turkey. The paper notes that these 
countries display a diversity in their levels of social, economic and 
political development and vary with respect to child development indicators, 
provisions and programs for early childhood development and policies for 
integrating children and families at risk. The following areas of mutual 

concern which pertain to the region as a whole are identified: (1) there is a 

need to demystify the whole issues of the care and education of young 
children and empower parents in their role as the prime educators of their 
children; (2) it is important to develop cost effective programs which will 
reach the largest number of children and families at risk; (3) there is a 

growing body of evidence that pleads for strengthening activities in ECD that 

are already in place but this should be done with due regard to local needs 
and constraints; (4) vertical and horizontal networking, improved 
documentation and giving recognition to local assets and strengths should be 
given due importance in program development. (Author/SD) 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



This paper looks at early childhood education (ECD) and social 
integration within a common framework and against the backdrop 
of experience gained in these fields in the following twelve 
Mediterranean nations: Algeria, Cyprus, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Malta, Morocco, Palestine, Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia 
and Turkey. Many of the region's children and their families 
could be described as socially excluded as they do not have 
access to basic services and entitlements. The discussion on ECD 
and social integration should lead to a rethinking of wider 
development issues. There is a need to address the collection 
of reliable quantitative and qualitative data as a pre-requisite 
for policy development and implementation, to accept cultural 
diversity as a positive given, to validate local knowledge, and 
to build up capacity to network with various groups and 
individuals . 

The early months and years of life are crucial for the future of 
the individual and the quality of care and interaction given 
during this period will have a profound impact on the growth and 
development of the child and for the society in which the child 
is born. Fifty percent of a person's intellectual capacity is 
developed by the age of four. ECD can be described from two 
perspectives. The first looks at child development as a process 
in which the child grows from an immature, dependent being to an 
autonomous adult. The second perspective looks at ECD as a policy 
and intervention tool and as such is concerned with interlinked 
activities seeking to benefit children, for example parent 
education, community development, child advocacy, children's 
rights, maternal health, and even income generating activities. 

It is widely accepted that investing in children yields high 
rates of return - in social as well as in economic terms. 
Children with ECD show: 

• better readiness for schooling 

• improved school attendance and performance 

• reduced teenage pregnancy 

• reduced need for curative medical attention 

• more social responsibility as adolescents 

• fewer accidents 

In addition, as adults such children will be more likely to be 
employed, enjoy higher incomes, divorce less, have smaller 
families and display less criminal behaviour. 

The term social exclusion and with it the associated labels of 
inclusion, integration and cohesion have become common parlance 
among policy makers world-wide. They present the image of 
compassion and solidarity and generate the impression of a 
collective moral responsibility for social integration. Social 
integration has thus become a catch phrase for showing that 
governments really care. All citizens should have the wherewithal 



to get optimal access to the main services and benefits that 
society has to offer and be able to participate in the processes 
and activities that are deemed as relevant by society at large. 
In developing countries, community development and educacion 
popular are tried and tested outside interventions to break the 
circle of social exclusion that can hold generations in its grip. 
The importance of educacion popular is that socially excluded 
groups make the effort to connect with mainstream society while 
policies aiming at social inclusion usually works in the other 
direction. 

ECD can be a powerful tool for social integration as it can bring 
people together around the issue of children. It is a good 
training ground for the parents and professionals who participate 
in ECD programmes as they gain experience and confidence in 
relating better to their communities and society as a whole. In 
addition, it is not just the children but also their parents, 
communities and society as a whole that stands to benefit 
directly from ECD programmes. But there are also some potential 
risks. If the ECD provision is not universal and of equal 
effectiveness, it can become an elitist tool. 

The twelve countries included in this paper display a diversity 
in their levels of social, economic and political development. 
They also vary with respect to child development indicators, 
provisions and programmes for early childhood development and 
policies for integrating children and families at risk. However, 
they also share some features in common deriving from their 
geographical proximity, levels of economic development and shared 
culture. All twelve countries also have a rich wealth of 
information in traditional child-rearing practices, as well as 
experience in developing local responses to ECD needs . There is 
thus sufficient know-how to allow for experience to be shared 
within the region and lessons to be learnt. 

The following areas of mutual concern which pertain to the region 
as a whole have been identified. First, there is a need to 
demystify the whole issue of the care and education of young 
children and empower parents in their role as the prime educators 
of their children. Second, it is important to develop cost 
effective programmes which will reach the largest number of 
children and families at risk. Third, there is a growing body of 
evidence that pleads for strengthening activities in ECD that are 
already in place but this should be done with due regard to local 
needs and constraints. Finally, vertical and horizontal 
networking, improved documentation and giving recognition to 
local assets and strengths should be given due importance in 
developing ECD programmes . 
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